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To Denmark and Back
An Excerpt from the Unpublished Memoirs of
John M. Jensen
edited by Frederik V. Jensen
Introduction and Afterword by Peter L. Petersen

The "most influential individual in the United Evangelical Lutheran
Church's final twenty-five years" is how synod President William Larsen
once described John M. Jensen 1, longtime editor of The Ansgar Lutheran,
the church's English language periodical. Jensen served the UELC as
pastor, translator, historian, and representative, but it was through the
pages of The Ansgar Lutheran that he had his greatest impact. Week after
week for nearly twenty-five years, he wrote about spiritual matters, church
policies and politics, questions of social justice, and events throughout the
world, all the while serving full time as a church pastor. During World
War II he introduced his readers and, eventually, many other Americans to
the sermons and other writings of Kaj Munk, the Danish pastor martyred
by the Nazis. 2 At the same time, however, Jensen argued that the church's
original name-The United Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church-was
increasingly hindering its outreach and supported the effort to drop the
word "Danish" from its title in 1944.
After the war, the UELC sent Jensen to Denmark as its official
representative. He wrote a series of articles describing conditions in
Denmark, explaining what Danish Americans could do to help the Danes
recover from the long German occupation. Shortly following his return to
the United States, Jensen took up the cause of Lutheran unity and in early
1948 he drafted the resolution which instructed the President of the UELC,
Pastor N. C. Carlsen, to invite the member churches of the American
Lutheran Conference to explore the possibility of uniting. For the next
decade he wrote extensively about the issue, thus playing a major role in the
movement which culminated on January 1, 1961, when the American
Lutheran Church (German), the Evangelical Lutheran Church (Norwegian)
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and United Evangelical Lutheran Church (Danish) merged into a new body
called The American Lutheran Church, the first union of Lutherans in the
United States across lines of national origin.
Following the merger, Jensen, now sixty-seven years old, moved to
Minneapolis where he worked on the editorial staff of the Lutheran
Standard. He also found time to author a history of the UELC, The
United Evangelical Lutheran Church: An Interpretation, published by
Augsburg Publishing House in 1964, and to write several entries for The
Encyclopedia of the Lutheran Church, published in three volumes by
Augsburg in 1965.
Jensen received many honors during his life. In 1954 Wartburg
Seminary in Dubuque, Iowa, awarded him an honorary Doctor of Divinity
degree and the following year King Frederick IX bestowed upon Jensen
membership in the Order of the Knights of Dannebrog.3
John M. Jensen died on July 22, 1984, at the age of ninety-one. Like
many busy individuals, Jensen never found the time to fully complete his
memoirs. The task of gathering his scattered autobiographical writings and
putting them into order fell to his son, Frederik V. Jensen, a
UELCIALCIELCA pastor. Eventually some seventy-five pages were
compiled and edited, and it is from this unpublished document that the
following memoir oflensen's early life was taken.

A man in a black Prince Albert coat came into the bedroom where
my brother and I lay sick. I was told later that he was a doctor and
that Chris and I were suffering from yellow jaundice. Whether that
was true or not, I do not know. However, this was my first memory
of my childhood home in Toledo, Ohio, where I was born on March
24, 1893. My brother, Chris, was born on December 21, 1895, almost
three years later. Of course I have no recollection of the
circumstances of his birth. I do remember that there were several
steps up to our house. I can also picture in my mind the fruit
peddler's wagon, filled with oranges, being pulled down the street
by a team of horses and a bunch of little boys chasing after it, trying
to knock off some oranges from the load with sticks.
The last childhood memory of America that I have is my father
holding me by the hand as we walked up the gangplank to the deck
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of the steamer in New York that was to bring us to Bremen on our
trip to Denmark in the summer of 1896. I also have a dim
recollection of leaving the ship in Bremen and again walking
hand-in-hand with my father, and my brother Chris being carried in
the arms of my mother. My parents had decided to return to
Denmark because of the so-called "Cleveland Depression" that
dominated the first half of the 1890s. Such events often become
decisive for immigrants who have not yet become especially
well-rooted. With economic question marks staring them in the face,
they are inclined to return to their homeland where family and
friends still live and where there are some known symbols of
security. This was also my observation as I worked among Danish
immigrants in the early 1930s in Montreal, Quebec. Many also
returned to their homeland when faced with similar economic
problems because they had yet to become well- rooted.
My parents came from typical Danish peasant stock, My father's
name was Rasmus Jensen. He was born in Skade, Denmark,
December 24, 1866. His father, Jens Rasmussen, was a farm laborer
who had worked, at least part of his life, on one of the large estates.
Besides my father, he had two other children-another son, Peder,
and a daughter, Hanne. My father was the oldest. At that time the
oldest son was given his father's last name. That is why he was
named Rasmus Jensen, (Rasmus, Jens's son). Since I was the oldest
son in our family, my name was to have been Jens Rasmussen, but
since I was born in America I was called John. My parents thought
that this was closest English name to Jens. When we came back to
Denmark, I can still remember that some of my relatives often called
me Jens. John seemed to be a foreign name to them. They
pronounced it "JONE or "YONE. "
My mother, Margrethe S0rensen, was born October 9, 1868, near
H0rning, Denmark. Her father, Christen S0rensen, was a
stonecutter. He sat summer and winter and crushed stones beside
the roadways. He had two screens to protect him from the wind in
the winter and the sun in the summer. My grandparents had a little
acreage from which they also derived some income near the village
of H0rning, just a few miles south of Aarhus.
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My maternal grandmother, Karen Marie (nee Andersen), like
my grandfather, was also a hard worker. She had a goat and milked
it daily. I was a little afraid of that goat as a child, but it never butted
me. Grandmother also made cheese from the goat's milk, but I didn't
care too much for it. The taste seemed a bit sharp for my youthful
tongue. Grandmother, like the cheese she made, could also be a bit
"sharp!" She had quite a temper, so we children generally behaved
well when we visited her.
Christen Sorensen, my maternal grandfather, was a quiet man.
Nevertheless he was ambitious for his seven children. He wanted
them to be as well educated as possible. Three of his sons became
machinists, and one, who had been ill in his childhood, became a
gardener. The three girls, (my mother and my two aunts), were all
very energetic. My mother became a seamstress. She had a position
in Skanderborg with a number of girls under her who learned the
trade from her .. Andrea became an "Ironing Girl." Maren was also
talented. She and her husband became leaders in a movement for a
number of years which aimed to break up the large estates so that
small farms and homes could be built on them. Her husband was
also a community leader whose opinions were highly regarded.
Mother had met my father in Denmark and the two of them had
become engaged. In 1890 my father had emigrated to the United
States and settled in Toledo, Ohio. He sent for mother two years
later, and they were married soon after her arrival in 1892.
My parents had five children, all of them boys. I was the oldest.
The next was Christian. We were the two that were born in Toledo,
Ohio. That made us American-born citizens. The next three: Carl,
Erhardt, and Alfred, were all born after we returned to Denmark.
Chris and I were both baptized by a Missouri Lutheran pastor in
Toledo, Ohio by the name of AB. Weber. My godmother was a Mrs.
Martin from whom I got my middle name.
My first memory of Denmark involves living in the village of
H0rning. We undoubtedly moved there because this was the area
where my mother's parents lived. As I mentioned before, they had a
small farm of about three or four acres. We lived in a red, brick
house next to the H0ming windmill.
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I started school in Heming. My father first got a job as a
stonecutter, working with my grandfather. He would get great
heaps of granite rocks and then he would chisel them and shape
them into building blocks, comer stones or curbing stones. He only
occupied himself that way for two or three years, probably because
his health had already started to fail him then. After that we moved
to Marslet, a few miles to the northeast. My father got a job as a
"colporteur," which meant that he had to travel on the train between
Marslet and Aarhus six days a week. Merchants in Marslet would
write down orders for various supplies, etc., and he would take
them and have the orders filled at several wholesale outlets in
Aarhus, then returning with the supplies that the merchants had
ordered.
My most precious memory from H0ming concerns Christmas
Eve. My parents were busy all afternoon on the 24th of December,
trimming the Christmas tree. My brother Chris and I were very
excited. I couldn't have been more than six-years-old, and Chris
couldn't have been more than four. The door to the room where the
Christmas tree was standing was closed - securely locked! After
supper my father entered that room by himself, lit the candles on the
tree, and when all was in readiness, signaled to my mother who
took us by the hand and opened the door, and there was the most
wonderful Christmas tree I have ever seen, all aglow with brightly
shining candles. We walked around the tree and sang Christmas
hymns, as is the custom in Denmark. I can still remember the two
toy pocket watches, each with its own little chain, hanging on the
tree. They were for my brother and me. They probably cost no more
than ten or fifteen cents, but as far as I am concerned, the watch that
was given me that Christmas Eve is still the best watch I have ever
had.
I also remember a Christmas when we lived in Marslet. My
grandfather, Christen Sorensen, was visiting us, and he took me
with him to church on Christmas Eve. He took me by the hand, and
his hand felt so warm that I can still feel it to this day. So many
people were walking to church that night that it surprised me. When
we came into the church I thought it was very beautiful with candles
all over. I do not remember anything about the service except that
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the pastor in the pulpit towered over everyone. The pulpit was
closer to the ceiling than to the floor. The pastor had on his black
gown with its traditional "Prrestekrave" (a white ruff or fluted
collar). I don't remember if I ever went to church again until the year
I received confirmation instruction. Then we were supposed to go at
least every other week. But I will never forget the Christmas when I
went to church with my grandfather.
My father got sick with tuberculosis soon after we moved to
Marlslet. This was a hard time for my parents. Father was ill for a
long time. For a while we were forced to live in the poorhouse in the
middle of the village. With my father's illness we had no income to
speak of. Father died in August of 1903. I had been hired out as a
shepherd boy on May 1 that year in order to help support the
family, though I was only ten-years old. At first I was able to sleep at
home at night because the farmer I worked for was building a new
house. I walked about two miles every morning to where I worked
and then back again in the evening for supper. One evening, on my
way home, I met a girl who told me that my father had died. I really
didn't believe her, but when I came home and saw my mother's
tears, I knew that the girl had told the truth. My mother took me
into the room where my father was lying on his bed. This was really
the first time I had experienced the death of someone close to me. It
is strange, however, that I have no recollection of my father's
funeral. Perhaps it was only a graveside funeral because we were so
poor and couldn't afford anything else.
It was during those years that I attended school in Marslet. I
know that I was able to read before I got to school. I also remember
that I was ranked second in my class. This meant that I had to sit in
the second desk in the front of the class room. The teacher's son,
Viggo, was ranked first! Viggo and I were good friends. We were
always seated according to the grades we got in the annual exams. I
liked school, but I always had to reckon with the fact that I was
poor, that I came from a poor home, One year, there was a collection
in all the schools of Denmark for a particular cause. I was sorry that
I had no money to contribute. However, it was the time of the year
when wood was being carried into the woodshed of the school
before the cold weather set in. The boys were offered the equivalent
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of four cents for every one hundred pieces of wood they could carry
in. I remember one day carrying in one hundred pieces of wood, and
being given four cents by the teacher. At once I returned them to
him as my contribution to the cause. It made me happy that I, too,
could do my part.
After Father's death we moved back to H0ming where my
mother's parents were now living. They had sold their acreage and
bought a house in the village. We lived in the same house with
them. My grandparents' quarters were to the left. We had three
rooms and a kitchen on the right side of the house. We also had a
chicken house and a fairly large garden. My mother also began to
work as a seamstress.
During those years, my father's sister (my aunt) and her
husband lived only four miles north of us on a farm. Their youngest
son, Alfred, (my cousin) died before he reached the age of ten. I
attended his funeral with my mother. I recall that it was an old-style
funeral. There were many people in attendance. I remember there
was a dinner afterwards. I also recall playing cards with some of the
other boys in attendance after we had eaten.
I loved to read as a boy. If I had a chance I would find a
newspaper and read it from cover to cover. I remember once reading
a newspaper account about a man and a boy who had been fishing
in the Kattegat. Their boat, unfortunately, overturned when the seas
got high, and they were both drowned. Tragic as the news item
seemed, I was more fascinated by the way the story was written
than by the story itself. I thought that if I could learn to write like
that I could really become somebody!
It seemed we were always poor after Father died. Our food was
not always of the highest quality, but at least we didn't starve. We
received a lot of good rye bread and skimmed milk, which was no
doubt better than what many children get today. It was lean in
contrast to the fatty foods we stuff ourselves with these days. I think
we were generally happy boys. We had to make our own things to
play with, and that was good for us. It stimulated our imagination.
There were, of course, many other poor people in our neighborhood,
but I do think that we were about the poorest family in the village.
However, even when we lived in the poor house in Marslet, my
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mother always kept us neatly dressed, and as a seamstress she was
able to make new clothes for us out of old!
When we moved back to H0rning after my father's death, I was
permitted to help my grandfather build a sidewalk for H0ming's
main street. He was also laying cobble stones in the yards of two
farms. He paid me twenty-five ore a day, about six cents in U.S.
money. But that was good pay for part-time help like myself. By
November, 1903, I was hired out to a farmer for twenty-five kroner
for the whole year with a pair of wooden shoes thrown in. That
would amount to about six dollars for the year. Of course I also
received my board and room there. I was required to take care of ten
cows, some heifers, twenty-five hogs and two sheep. The man I
worked for was Rasmus Bondo. He lived a little over a mile from my
home, so I was often able to drop in and see my mother a few
minutes each day on the way to school. I attended school three days
a week in the summer from 7 a.m. to 11 a.m., and in the winter, from
8:30 a.m. until 3:30 p.m. We had no study periods in those days. We
had to prepare our lessons at home!
I stayed with Rasmus Bondo for three years. The last year my
salary was raised to thirty-six crowns, or about nine dollars for the
year. On the whole those years were good for me. Bondo was a good
and kind man to work for, but on November 1, 1906, I had to leave
and go home to my mother because of confirmation instruction. I
had to go on Tuesdays and Saturdays so I would have little time to
work. Later I was given a job helping an uncle to drain a peat bog
and fill it in by hand from higher ground. This work continued until
Christmas in my spare time. I was quite strong as a teenager. I had
no difficulty with common labor. I also had no difficulty with school
work. As a matter of fact the last school year of 1906 had been
somewhat boring for me because it was really a review of what I had
studied the previous two years. By April 1, 1907, I was hired out to
work at Niels Nielsen's place near H0rning.
My school days in H0rning were happy days. I was able to take
care of my lessons without any difficulty. My evenings were
generally occupied with homework. The school was the bright spot
in my life. I liked all the subjects I was taught. The last three years
were equivalent to the first year of high school in the USA- I was
65

taught World History, Botany, and some Physics. The course in
religion was good. It was mandatory in all of Denmark's public
schools. I knew Luther's Catechism and Balslev's explanation by
heart. I also knew Balslev's Bible History when I was thirteen. As a
matter of fact, the last two years I sat as number one in the class. We
were again ranked according to the grades we received. When I was
moved ahead of the children of some of the prominent families in
the community, three or four of the boys were taken out of the
school and sent to the school in Skanderborg, because they were not
to sit behind John M. Jensen, Grethe's (Margrethe's) son.
It was at this time, at the age of thirteen, when I ranked number
one in my class that an interesting thing happened. That year, two
prizes were to be given to the boy and girl who had the highest
grades. While I had the highest grade, another boy from a more
prominent family ran a close second to me. The prize was to have
been five kroner for the boy having the highest grade and five
kroner for the girl having the highest grade. However, since I was
the one who had earned the boys' first prize, it was decided to give
the girl four kroner, even though my grades were higher than her's
and also the second place boy. And the six kroner remaining were
equally divided-three kroner for me and three kroner for the other
boy. That's how I was cheated out of my five kroner first prize. I
mention this only to show how class distinction was evident even in
such small things in those days.
There was one teacher I really admired. Mr. Kristensen was able
to make all the subjects he taught interesting. I was fascinated by
World History, and especially the history of ancient Greece and
Rome. I also loved Danish History-the stories of the early Danish
kings, and especially the old Norse legends with their tales of the
old Viking gods like Odin and Thor.
My mother's advice to us boys was always, "Do your duty!
Work hard! Don't get drunk! And, stay away from the girls!" Her
five boys turned out to be hard workers. On the whole we accepted
that advice. Three of us did get married, however. The two who
didn't must have taken mother's advice literally with respect to her
third command.
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My experience with Rasmus Bondo was good, except that the
housekeeper often served us very poor food. Bondo also had a hired
man who had a nasty personality. He and I had to share a bed in a
room in the horse barn. If I happened to get my feet too close to him
in my sleep, he would pinch me with his finger nails so I had marks
all over my body. He was eighteen-years-old, and very
mean-spirited. I finally got a friend of mine who was fifteen to help
me give him a good threshing. After that he never gave me any
trouble!
While I was with Rasmus Bondo I was given twenty-one
dancing lessons at H0ming for the total sum of three kroner. I also
began to take out some books from the public library. It was also in
those years that I received confirmation instruction. My
confirmation instruction was uneventful. Pastor Klingel, the pastor
of the neighboring parish, instructed us because there happened to
be a vacancy in the H0ming church. Pastor Klingel was a very nice
man. We learned some hymns by heart, and he discussed them with
us. We also read a large part of the New Testament. The last day we
were invited to the parsonage for a party and some hot chocolate.
We were supposed to bring a gift of money for the pastor. I was able
to give him two kroner that I had earned during my time with
Rasmus Bondo. My brother, Chris, was not so fortunate. He had
nothing to give and so he was unable to go to the party when he was
confirmed. Little things like that do make an impression on a
person.
During my confirmation instruction I was supposed to attend
church at least every other Sunday. Since we had no pastor in
H0rning, the deacon often read a sermon. The rule was that if there
were only three attending there would be no service. I recall one
Sunday that we were only three and as a result the service was
canceled. After my confirmation, I never attended church until I
came to America five years later.
The day of my confirmation was very festive. My relatives came.
I got a new, dark suit of clothes, and I received gifts of money in the
amount of twenty-seven kroner. I bought an old bicycle for five
kroner. During the week there was a special communion service for
our class of eleven confirmands and our parents. I, of course,
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attended the service together with my mother, but I did not
commune again until six years later when I had moved to America.
April 1, 1907 I was hired out to Niels Nielsen in H0ming. I had
sixteen cows, four bulls, and some heifers to care for. I liked that job,
but it was only for the summer and on November 1, 1907, I began a
new job with Peter Dam in Moldrup as the "second hired man." This
was so far from my home that I could only get home every other
Sunday in the afternoon. I think it was a little hard on my mother to
have her oldest son so far away. I remember that she would often
walk about the first mile with me each time I had to return to
Moldrup. I didn't have my bicycle the first half year that I was there.
My new position as "second man" gave me added responsibility.
There was a younger "third man" who was employed only in the
summer time. The "first man" was in charge. He was twenty-five
years old, and naturally, much stronger and more experienced than
I was. Nevertheless, I was expected to do the same amount of work
that he did. It was rather unfair. He was given the best horses and
the best wagon as number one. That made it difficult for me to keep
up with him. When we winnowed or threshed grain it had to be
carried up some stairs into a loft above the living room of the "main
house." Peter Dam would fill half a barrel with grain and then he
would put the barrel on my back or the first man's back, and that is
the way we carried the grain to its storage place. It was not so hard
to carry light grain like oats, but wheat or rye or barley was another
matter. We had to carry it from the barn, across the yard and up the
stairs. I had difficult with the heavy barrel as soon as I got to the
stairs. I would have to drag it and lift it one step at a time, and then
drag it to I the place where I was to unload it. I can still remember
how I had to race down the stairs and run across the yard to catch
up on my return trip.
I also remember that we threshed some rye by flail because we
needed the straw for thatching the roofs of the buildings on the
farm. I learned to master that art very quickly. There were two of us
doing the flailing-alternating as we were striking the grain stocks.
After a day or two it became quite easy. Yet it was still difficult for a
boy like me of fourteen to keep up with an experienced hand of
twenty-five!
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At that time I was also taught how to assist the professional
thatcher who had the task of re-thatching the roof over many of the
farm buildings. I sat under the roof and pushed the thatching needle
back up to him when he pushed it down from above. It was literally
a bundle at a time. I have often thought that such roofs were really
fire hazards. There were many a farm house in Denmark that
burned due to lighting strikes or spontaneous combustion or sparks
from stoves and fireplaces. This was also a very dusty and dirty job.
My shirt collar was often filled with bits of straw, dust and grime
and I would often have to soak my head and face in a rain barrel to
get most of the straw particles out of my hair.
When we hauled beets or turnips into the shed near the cow
barn there were three men in the field helping us load. They gave
me a bit of justice for which I will always be grateful. They, too,
thought it unfair for the number one man to push me so hard,
ignoring the fact that he was twenty-five and I was fourteen. He also
expected me to be just as fast loading and unloading beets as he
was. When we unloaded we had to use a big fork and shovel the
beets or turnips through a window into the shed. This was the
hardest part of the operation, but the three men who were loading in
the field always slowed down when the "first man" came. Besides, as
"first man" he had to enter the field with his team of horses in a
"dignified manner," while I was allowed to trot my horses. This
forced the "first man" to work like fury when he was unloading. As
a result I often beat him, and it gave me the satisfaction of getting
the better of the "first man" at least once in a while!
I worked for Peter Dam for two years. The diet was very
monotonous and unexciting, but on the whole, those two years were
good for me. I began to become interested in people and how they
lived. Peter Dam was a Grundtvigian and attended a Grundtvigian
free church every Sunday. However, he never suggested that his
hired hands should go. While there, I joined a young people's
society in Ravnholt. We met every other week. One meeting was in
the form of a lecture and a discussion of some current, ethical, social
or scientific question. The other meeting was a social affairgenerally a dance-which lasted from 9 p.m. until 2 a.m. The
meetings and dances were held in a place where no liquor was
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served. The atmosphere was good for the most part. It was generally
a wholesome company. Occasionally during the summer we would
go on excursions to some beautiful, historic places in the area. I
made a number of friends during those days. I had been taking
dancing lessons since I was thirteen, but I never cared much for it. I
would often dance with those girls whom I felt I owed a dance, but
after that I would find two or three like-minded fellows, and we
would find a side room where we could drink coffee and discuss the
latest social and political questions of the day. About one o'clock the
girls would find us and ask us to dance again. We would accede to
their requests and then we would go home.
I said that the last two years at Moldrup were really good for
me. I learned to work and take care of horses and also how to drive
them. By the second year I could just about hold my own with the
"first man." Now and then I was also able to attend Testrup Folk
High School for an evening lecture. The Testrup school was only
two miles away. One winter I went to a weekly evening gymnastics
class, but I wasn't a very good gymnast. The only sport in which I
really excelled was swimming.
In those days I also began to develop a social and political
consciousness. There was still a great deal of class distinction
between the hired hands and the farmers' sons and daughters. I
recall that I didn't appreciate that. Maybe it was because I had won
some respect as a farm hand and my wide variety of interest in
almost anything, that I was invited a few times to affairs to which
only the sons and daughters of the farmers were invited. On such
occasions, however, I generally found an excuse not to attend. I felt
that if the hired man on the next farm was not good enough to be
invited, I could not, in good conscience, attend such an affair either.
After the two years in Moldrup, I applied for and received a
position with Jacob Knudsen in Ravnholt. He had a farm which
required only one hired hand, and this was a stepping stone on the
way to become "first man" at some other, larger farm or estate.
Knudsen did hire a shepherd boy for the summer months. My own
brother, Erhardt, was a shepherd boy for Knudsen during one
summer when I was there.
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One Quinquagesima Sunday, the Sunday before Lent, some of
us young men were each given a horse, and we were supposed to
ride through an arch on which a ring had been suspended. We were
supposed to spear the ring with a long pointed stick or lance. The
ring was hanging from the very point of the arch, The horses were to
come racing through the arch at full gallop. I speared the ring each
time! However, my horse, an old nag, refused to gallop- I could
only get it to trot-so I was not crowned King for the day. I wasn't
even made a crown prince.
The next day about thirty of us young men were divided into
two groups and dressed in white shirts with dark trousers. A ribbon
was tied around our sleeves, and we were to ride all over the
neighborhood singing various folk songs and popular ballads of the
day. We were often given a gift and we generally received a drink
from each farm place where we sang. When the day was over I
remember sleeping rather well because some of the drinks had been
quite strong.
The next evening there was a dance to which we could invite
one of the servant girls where we worked. The dance was just for the
riders of the day before. Each man could, of course, invite the girl of
his choice. This was an old custom that was practiced in that area
before Lent began. However, none of us went to church or
communion on Ash Wednesday.
That winter I learned to bowl and to play cards. We played a
form of poker, but I never took much interest in either the cards or
the bowling. I simply played because my friends did it.
It was at that time that I joined a more sophisticated youth
society in Aarhus. I did go to some dances there, and for a while I
was rather interested in the daughter of a member of the Danish
parliament. She also seemed to be interested in me. Then something
happened which was to make a great change in my life and also in
my world view.
Jacob Knudsen was interested in politics, and was a member of
the "radical left" party (Radikal Venstre) in Denmark. One Sunday,
Mr. Knudsen told me that he was going to a political meeting in
Skanderborg, and he suggested that I attend the same meeting. Since
I had nothing of importance to do that Sunday afternoon, I decided
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to go to Skanderborg on my bike. Knudsen walked to H0ming and
took the train. It was an open-air meeting in a park. I remember the
three speakers very well. The first one spoke about the special right
to vote, but I didn't get much out of what he said. The next speaker's
name was Slengerik. At least, he had a sense of humor. He attacked
the regular conservative party which was in power at the time. The
third speaker was Ove Rode. He captured my attention at once. To
this day I recall what he had to say. He started out by telling the
story of a certain king in Asia who was constantly afraid of being
assassinated by arsenic poison. In order to protect himself, he
started to take a tiny quantity of arsenic each day, and, day by day,
he gradually increased the dose until his system was virtually
immune to its effects. Rode's point was that it was exactly in this
way that the then Prime Minister of Denmark, I. C. Christensen, had
treated the Danish voters- poisoning them just a little at a timeand particularly with respect to Denmark's defense policy. They
were becoming insensible to any threat!
Something happened to me then and there! My interest in social
questions became a burning interest in political issues. I became so
fascinated with Mr. Rode that I could never forget him. It was like an
instant conversion experience. He was right, in my view. He was a
rather tall, good looking man, slightly stooped. However, he
fascinated me so much that for a long time I tried to walk like he did,
and stand like he did.
The same Sunday evening following Mr. Rode's speech, I had
planned to attend a dance at Trandbjerg. I went to Trandbjerg, but I
did not attend the dance. I remember standing outside the hall
looking in, but I thought it was really foolish for young people to
waste their time like that when there were so many more important
things for them to do for their country. From that time on I began to
read the papers even more avidly. I looked for books in the public
library. I subscribed to a daily paper myself and I also read as many
papers on the farm as I could. When I was in town and there was
another interesting new book I would try to buy it if I could afford
it.
The experience at Skanderborg had a profound influence on me.
Looking back to that time, seventy years later, it seems to me that it
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was the beginning of a completely new life for me. I became restless!
I felt my life had to have a new direction, I wanted to cast my lot
with those who wanted to improve society and the people of the
lower classes. When I later met Jens Dixen in North Dakota, I had a
somewhat similar experience, and I became a Christian, and not a
very good one at that. However, the Skanderborg experience was
certainly the beginning of my conversion, even though I believed
myself to be an atheist in those days. Indeed, I thought of myself as
such from the time I was seventeen until I was almost twenty.
On November 1, 1910, I accepted a new position as "first man"
at Rasmus Pedersen's farm at Pederstrup. You may have noticed
that my new positions generally started on the first of November.
This was the logical time to change positions. You would work for
someone until the harvest had been completed, then you were free
to look for new work or improve your position. Rasmus Pedersen
paid me a very high salary for my age, 340 kroner a year, with room
and board. As "first man" I had a young "second man' 'under me.
Now I felt fully competent as a farm hand. I could handle all the
modem machinery that was used in those days. But I also had
become more conscious of the class distinctions that prevailed in
Denmark then. I also felt my political interest growing and I
continued to read books that were politically and socially relevant.
For recreation I read books on almost any subject. In the winter I
again went to Testrup Folk High School for a weekly lecture.
When the weather was good I would ride my bike to the Central
Hotel in Odder. I would buy a cup of coffee and some pastry. Then I
would sit there and read many of the national papers. Thus I became
well informed so that I could participate intelligently in the political
discussions that I was to have with friends and the people who
visited Rasmus Pedersen. He held a card party in his home once a
month. I would stable the horses for his guests. Then I would join
the rest of them and we would discuss political issues until all the
guests had arrived. They would then go into the parlor where they
had set up tables for card playing. I didn't get the impression that
they gambled much. If they did, the stakes weren't very high! They
might tip me ten or twenty ore for tending to their horses and
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carriages. Nevertheless, I often had the satisfaction of having scored
some points in the political debate before the card party.
It was at that time that my interest in doing something different
from farming began to take shape. How to get into a situation where
I might learn something else became an obsession with me. I applied
to the folk high school where I could get five months education.
There were scholarships available for that. However, inspite of the
best recommendations, I was turned down. I was too young!! Then I
read about the creamery business. The fact that a creamery
apprentice only had to serve two or three years and had much time
to read appealed to me. Some former creamery apprentices, I had
heard, had become very able social and political leaders.
Immediately I sent an application to a creamery on the island of
Bornholm. I also thought that by going away from my family and
many friends in Jutland I would be able to devote myself all the
more to reading and study.
My younger brother, Christian, had gone to America to an uncle
in Detroit, in May 1910. He wrote me in June, shortly after I had sent
an application to Bornholm. He said that he liked America and
suggested that I come to America too. This seemed to be to be a
good idea. This would be better than going to Bornholm, so I at once
notified the creamery in Bornholm to cancel my application.
Immediately, the first chance I had, I made a down payment on a
ticket to America, leaving Copenhagen on January 1, 1911.
I resigned my position at Pederstrup as of November 1, but
Rasmus Pedersen asked me to stay with him six weeks longer to
help him level a made pit. I did that and also cleaned up a brook for
him.
The man who succeeded me at Rasmus Pedersen was Marius
Jorgensen. He came from a very pious home in Aarhus. He was not
as talkative as I was. During the summer and fall there had been a
problem in the Danish Lutheran Church. A pastor, Aruba
Rasmussen, was dismissed because he did not believe in the Virgin
Birth. I thought it was silly to fire a man for such a reason. I, myself,
did not believe in God or in the Virgin Birth. One day while working
on the made pit with Marius, I expressed my anger at the news of
Pastor Rasmussen's dismissal. No doubt I had argued quite
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vehemently with him about it. He surprised me, after I had stopped
talking, by saying, "Hell, John, I don't want you to rob me of my
childhood faith!" I have to confess that his answer shocked me, but I
never argued with him after that. The interesting thing was that a
year and a half later, he wrote to me about coming to America. I
replied that I could get him a job. He came in the spring of 1912. I
got him his first job. Later he studied for the ministry. We became
good friends! I was asked to preach at his funeral in 1967.
It was around December 15, 1910, that I moved home to my
mother. I spent the next three weeks reading English from a book,
"100 Easy Lessons in English." The fact that I had spoken English
with my playmates in Toledo, Ohio, seemed to help me. It was
amazing how much came back to me. The three weeks were spent
visiting relatives and friends in H0rning and Kattrup. I don't have
many memories from those weeks except for the women of the
neighborhood who came to visit my mother as she worked as a
seamstress.
In the forenoon of January 9, 1911, 1 packed my suitcase. I had a
suit, two pairs of pants, some shirts, a few socks and some toilet
articles. My suitcase was too small for all my belongings. I also
carried a small parcel in a gray paper bundle with my work clothes
and some other older clothes. In addition, I carried four historical
novels by Ingemann, but they were stolen from me on the ship.
I left by train at 10:00 p .m. Some of my relatives and a few
friends were at the station together with my mother to see me off.
When the train came into the station, I said farewell to my relatives
and friends, kissed my mother, and boarded the train. It was no
great event to see me off. I was just a poor farm hand, and "Grethe's"
son. However, I do remember the strange feeling I had when I was
alone on the train. Now I was really on my own with only twentyseven dollars in my pocket. It took forty-five minutes for the train to
get to Aarhus. I walked down to the harbor and got on board the
ferry which was to get me to Copenhagen the next morning. I slept
soundly all night and arrived in Copenhagen at 8 o'clock in the
morning. Here I was met by my mother's cousin who showed me
some of Copenhagen that day. I stayed overnight with him and his
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wife, and the next day, in the forenoon, I set out for America on the
United Danish Steamship Line's Oscar II.
I shared a cabin with three other young men. The next morning
we arrived in Oslo. To sail up Oslo fjord was a quite an experience
for me. The high mountains on each side were very impressive. This
was my first glimpse of mountains of any kind. We spent the whole
day in Oslo, taking on coal. I went out to see the city with its
different buildings, parks and monuments. l also went out to the
king's palace at the end of Karl Johans Gatten. I did come back to the
ship for my meals that day. We left Oslo on the morning of January
13, and made a stop outside Kristiansand. This was about 9 or 10
o'clock at night. When I had been up on the deck to see the new
passengers that came on board, I went down to my third-class cabin.
There was a long aisle to walk to reach the cabin. The air seemed to
me to be so bad that I threw-up in the middle of the aisle. No doubt
it was seasickness too. This is the only time I have ever been seasick
even though I have crossed the Atlantic twelve times by ship since.
It was a very rough crossing. We seemed to head into one storm
after another until the day before we arrived in New York on
January 25. I could have left the ship that afternoon, immediately
after we arrived, because I was an American citizen. But I didn't feel
that certain about my status or about the language, so I decided to
follow the immigrants to Ellis Island. The next day, I remember how
bitterly cold it was when we went ashore. I also recall standing in
line and stamping my feet with the others to keep warm until we
were taken over to Ellis Island. Some Swedes on the pier poked fun
of us. One man told us: ''Let me give you some good advice. Don't
let your money rot in your pockets in America!" Many probably
heeded his advice and spent most of it in the big city, but I had to
hang on to what little I had until I could get to my uncle in Detroit,
and then to my friends in North Dakota to find work.
We got to Ellis Island, and I was only to spend three hours there.
When my name was called, I got up and sat down at the desk of an
immigration officer who had a Danish interpreter with him. He
asked me about my plans. I told him that I was hoping to get out to
North Dakota. "How much money do you have?" he asked.
"Twenty-four dollars!" I replied. I had spent three dollars in Oslo.
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Then he asked me if I had ever been arrested. I replied, "No!" I didn't
like that question. I followed this by taking out my birth certificate
and I told him that I was an American Citizen. He looked at it,
smiled and patted me on the shoulder, and told me that I was free to
go. However, the interpreter showed me the door rather angrily, as
he was miffed that I had unnecessarily taken up his time!
I was taken back to Manhattan and put on a train, later in the
afternoon, towards Albany. My destination was Hoosick Falls, New
York. There my friend, Gunner Knudsen, was staying with his sister
and brother-in-law. He had come to America the year before. I had
written to him when I decided to emigrate. He suggested that I come
first to Hoosick Falls, and then the two of us should go on to Coulee,
North Dakota, to another sister of his, and her husband. His
brother-in-law had a farm there. The trip to Hoosick Falls took all
night and I spent part of the night in Troy, New York. In the
morning I took a train the few miles from Troy to Hoosick Falls. I
recall that I saw some pigs jn the farm pens that we were passing on
the way. They were red. I had never seen red pigs before. In
Denmark all the pigs seemed to be white. Gunner was expecting me
and had left word with a "day man" who took me to a restaurant
where a Mr. Lang ate his lunch. He worked in Hoosick Falls. He
treated me to lunch, and told me to wait until he had finished work
at 5 p.m. Then he took me in his horse and buggy out to the farm
where my friend Gunner was staying
I stayed with them about four weeks, and then Gunner and I left
for North Dakota. We went first to Detroit where my brother, Chris,
lived with my Uncle Martin. We spent three or four days there and
then we set off for North Dakota via Chicago and Minneapolis. We
arrived in Minot, North Dakota, early one afternoon. I remember
getting a haircut there. Then we got on a train and arrived in Coulee
just before dark. Here we were met by John Lehman, the
brother-in-law of Gunner, the last day of February. Lehaman's wife,
Janine, was a very nice woman. She had worked as a domestic in
Chicago. Then she got the idea to homestead in North Dakota. Her
husband also homesteaded some ten miles from her place. They got
acquainted and married. When we got there in 1911, he had a farm
of 900 acres. John asked us if we wanted to work for him. We were
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both willing. Gunner got thirty dollars a month and I got a dollar a
day or twenty-six dollars a month. The reason that Gunner got
better pay was that he had been in the country longer and could
speak English better than I could.
John Lehman was a second generation German. He was a very
able farmer. He wanted us to get up early in the morning, but we
always quit early in the evening, long before our neighbors quit. He
was the most organized man that I have ever met. He had nine
horses, two cows, and some four hundred sheep. But everything
that could be run by machinery was run that way. He had a big
Rummely Oil Pull tractor that could pull eight plows and two
double harrows. He had two eight-foot binders, and a big header.
All this machinery impressed me very much. I forgot my social and
political ambitions for a time, but I did read English every night. I
found a big book entitled, "Twenty-one Years on the Prairie," which
I read through, and it helped me so much, that after the first four
months, John Lehman took me aside and said that I now could
speak better English than Gunner who had been in America for a
year and had also worked for Americans.
When Spring came we became very busy. We got up each
morning at 4:30 a.m. John would immediately walk a mile or more
to his Rummely Oil Pull. He wanted to get it ready for the day's
work. Gunner fed the horses, and I went out to get the two cows,
and Gunner milked them when I got back. Then I got the seed
wagon ready with the seed to be planted that day. Then it was time
for breakfast. Afterwards Gunner got his five horses ready to get out
to the field where he was to start seeding. I had the wagon ready
with the seed for the day and drove out to where Gunner was
seeding. Then I put up my horses in an old barn and went over to
John. I had his breakfast with me. If he was ready with his machine
we took off at once. I drove the machine, while John was sitting on
the plow eating his breakfast. At about 7 a.m., we stopped to fill the
engine with Kerosene! We had a lunch along together with some
coffee in a big jug. Then we started out again and continued until
around 4 p.m., when we again stopped for kerosene. Then we
continued to plow until it got dark. That was the only time John
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didn't quit early. We had to plow twenty acres a day to keep up
with Gunner and the seeding.
During the summer I plowed over 100 acres for summer fallow.
I had eight horses, with three in the lead, pulling the plow. John had
me doing that when there was little else to do, and in this way we
also saved on kerosene and oil for the Rummely Oil Pull. I could
plow about eight acres a day. I was very proud to drive eight horses.
I had never driven more than two in Denmark.
I worked for John until the first of October. When I went
threshing, many asked me how I got along with Lehman. I could
only answer, "Fine!" I worked for him again two or three years later
in the harvest. His wife once said to me, "I like to have you work
here. You understand my John so well. He is always in good humor
when you are here. He is also nicer to me!"
Yes, John and I always got along fine. As a rule, when we were
having breakfast, if there was any doubt as to what we might do
that day, John would ask, "Well, John, what are we going to do
today?" I might reply, "What do you think?" He might then suggest
something, and I might think of something else that seemed to be
more important. Often John would say, "Yes, you are right!" If I had
any ability to organize before, it was certainly developed when I
worked for John Lehman. "Do it the easiest way and the best way,"
was his motto. As a matter of fact, I think a number of pastors fail
here. They do not organize their work as they should. They would
be able to do so much more if they were better organized.
After I had been in college for a year, I worked for John Lehman
for about six weeks during the harvest. He said to me then, "Stop
going to college. I would like you to take over my farm!" But I said
to him, "I don't have any money!" He said, "You can work and read
and write and figure. I will tell you what I will do. You rent the
farm. You pay for the seed and the insurance. You take it the way it
is. There are four hundred sheep on the place. When you leave you
put four hundred sheep back, and the nine horses and the two
cows." When I asked about the machinery, he said, "You use it and
put the same machinery back. I know it will be in good condition.
You can't farm 800 acres with poor machinery." It was a generous
and tempting offer, but I felt that I had to tum it down.
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But I am getting ahead of my story. I went threshing October 1,
1911, and then the question was, what would I do when winter
came? Gunner was staying with the Lehmans, and I could, of course,
earn board and room simply by staying with a farmer and doing the
chores in the winter. But it so happened that a Christian neighbor,
who lived four miles from the John Lehman place, suggested that I
should attend Brorson Folk High School4 during the winter. This
was located just a few miles outside of Kenmare. He said that I
could learn more English that way, and then I would have Jens
Dixen's devotions. I recall that the English part seemed o.k. to me,
but I would have nothing to do with devotions. I was very much
against all religion at that time. I remember one day as I was
cultivating and it was very hot, and I had to rest the horses now and
then, I would lie down and cool off between the tall com stalks, and
I would say to myself, "There is no God, and if there is a God, he is
no good, and I will have nothing to do with him!"
After I left John Lehman, November 1, I worked for a man who
had a threshing machine. I bought a lantern and a blanket because
we always slept in the barns or sometimes in the straw stacks at
night. The owner furnished the team and the hay rack. But about
November 10, we had a snow storm and were forced to be idle for
about six days. During that time I wrote Jens Dixen asking if there
would be room for me at Brorson Folk High School. He wrote back
that I could come at any time. However, I kept threshing about
another week, and then I quit and about the 20th of November, I
went out to Brorson.
Before I went out to Brorson I bought two suits and two pairs of
shoes, and I got some sheets and blankets for my bed. I owed an
uncle in Denmark $25.00 and sent him a check for that. I paid for
what I needed at the school up through the end of March and I
ended up with $10.00 to spare.
I was rather interested in the school and I went at my studies
with zeal and enthusiasm. There were three groups of students. One
was a Christian group that was rather pietistic. There was a more
neutral group that kept away from the pietists, and then there was a
third group that was loud and cared little for the school. They were
there simply to spend the winter. This group quickly adopted me,
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but I soon left them and joined the middle group. The young men
were serious and considerate and they didn't try to convert me. I
remember one young man, Matt Christensen, who tried to do just
that as we took an evening walk. He said that the threshing crews
were all rough and ungodly. I disagreed with him vehemently. I
told him that the people I worked with in the threshing fields were
much more open and honest than he and his gang was. "You are just
a bunch of hypocrites!" I told him. Matt Christensen later became a
good friend of mine and a pastor in the United Danish Evangelical
Lutheran Church.
Each day there was a closing devotion in the chapel at 3:30 p .m.
I remember one afternoon, three of us did not go to the devotion,
instead we sat up in one of the dormitory rooms playing cards. We
had our backs to the door, and suddenly there was a knock! The
cards were quickly collected and pushed into a drawer. We yelled,
"Come in!" And in walked Jens Dixen. He simply said, "I missed the
three of you at our devotions today!" That is all he said, but the way
he said it made such an impression on me that I decided never to
miss those devotions again.
I need to tell you more about Jens Dixen.5 He was a well-read
man, and had a great memory. He had come from North Schleswig,
and settled in Coulter, Iowa. He had been a section hand and later a
section boss. Then he started to lay tiles in Iowa. After a few years he
moved to North Dakota to homestead. Soon he became known as a
good speaker, and when I met him he was known as Missionary
Dixen. He could work digging ditches for tiles all day, and then
walk some ten miles to speak at an evening meeting. He would
speak for about an hour and then he would walk the ten miles back
again and be ready to dig more tiles the next morning. He soon
became well known and visited nearly all the UDELC churches in
the young synod before 1915. Everyone liked to listen to him. He
was not a fancy dresser. He would often appear in the pulpit with a
red bandana about his neck. His appearance was soon forgotten,
however, because we were spellbound by his message. He was wellread in his Bible, in world, church and mission history. He had
made two trips around the world and visited many foreign mission
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fields as well as the Holy Land. He saved the money given him on
his preaching missions and gave it all to missions.
In 1910 Dixen attended the World Mission Convention in
Edinburgh, Scotland. At that time the Sudan in Africa was an open
field with only a few missionaries. A group in Denmark was
interested in starting a mission there. Dixen heard about it and went
from Scotland to Denmark and found the parsonage in North
Jutland where a mission committee was meeting. He walked out to
the parsonage that night, but it started to rain, and when he knocked
on the door, the maid who opened it was frightened by Dixen's
appearance, thinking him to be a tramp, and wouldn't let him in. As
it was raining very hard, Dixen sought shelter in a hay stack for the
night. The next morning he went to the parsonage and presented the
president of the newly formed "mission society" with three thousand
dollars to help them on their way.
Dixen deserves more than a few words. He was very
unassuming. In spite of his talents he never sought anything for
himself He was a man who preached the gospel, but first of a "he
followed it himself." Some of the pastors in North Dakota were
jealous of him. But the young people, especially the young men,
flocked about him. After I had been at Brorson for three months, I
began to re-evaluate my attitude towards Christianity. First of all I
had to admit that Dixen was real! He didn't just talk his faith, he
lived it! I had read all the books that were in Brorson's little library,
and I was reading the history of ancient Greece, and it struck me
that I could accept the story of the Battle of Salamis, but I did not
accept the story of Christ as historic fact. The Holy Spirit was
beginning to work in me. I bought a Bible for seventy-five cents, but
I could only read it at night when my roommate, Marinus, was
sleeping. I didn't want him to know anything about my struggles. I
got into a deep agony of soul. In the middle of February, one
Saturday night, I was unable to sleep. A Norwegian soloist had sung
for us Saturday afternoon. The last line of one of his songs was, "For
now Jesus is mine!" I had started to go to church, but that Sunday
morning I didn't go. I walked around the entire section of land, four
miles. Farmers driving by offered me a ride, but I refused. I was
praying as I walked. Then, about 11:30 a.m., I couldn't stand it any
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more. I had heard pastors say in their sermons that we should come
as we are. I knelt down on the road and said to God, "They always
say, 'Come as you are!' I am coming to you now. Take me as I am!"
From that time on I had peace in my soul. But it took about three
weeks until anyone found out about it. I was afraid that no one
would believe me if I told them what had happened to me. Dixen
finally heard about it. He was happy! From that time on I was
considered one of "his boys!" About twenty-five to thirty young men
were led into full time Christian work because of Dixen and his
influence.
With winter over and spring just around the comer, I managed
to get a job at Sam Thomsen's farm about two miles south of
Kenmare. During that summer I was still, more or less, bewildered
spiritually. I had no one with whom I could share my faith. I went to
church a few evenings in Kenmare to hear Pastor E. R. Anderson. I
also went to communion once that summer, but I did not grow in
grace. Some thought I had become a backslider, but I held on to my
weak faith, and by the middle of November, I was back in Brorson.
Here I soon discovered that I could not learn much more at the
school, and so, after six weeks, I applied for and was admitted to the
Lutheran Brethren Bible School in Wahpeton, N. Dakota, with the
specific purpose of getting to know my Bible better. In that respect I
was not disappointed. That winter, and the following winter I went
through a great deal of "anfechtung" (inner agony). What should I
do with my life?" My social and political interests were more or less
put on the back burner during those first years. The spirit at the
school was very "pietistic." We were not allowed to associate with
the girls at the school at all. Yet, I decided to return to the school
again in October. The reason was that I did not know what to do
with my life. I still had to adjust to my immigration to America. As I
viewed the immigration to America, with its different types of
people, it seemed to me that most of them only thought of making
money.
My new attitude to God, the influence of the schools, both at
Brorson and at Wahpeton, the attitudes of the students, the pietistic
preaching to which I had been exposed, all left an impact on my life.
Still, I had to make a living to survive, and so, after sixteen weeks at
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the Lutheran Brethren Bible School , I went back to Kenmare, and
from there to Westby, Montana, where I got to work for another
farmer. His name and a number of farmers that I worked for that
summer I have long since forgotten, but when the threshing season
arrived, I went back to Kenmare to get a job there. However, I will
always remember one farm family for whom I worked in Westby.
They were the Carl Jensens. They were kind to me. At Christmas
they sent me a Christmas gift of $2.50. They wrote that they
generally sent $5.00 to a needy theological student at Trinity
Seminary in Blair, Nebraska, but since I was going to a Bible School
they decided to send half of it to me. This $2.50 and the $5.00 that
my brother, Chris, sent me in 1919 when I was operated for
appendicitis, were the only cash gifts I received to help me with my
expenses during my studies in addition to my own earnings until I
finished in 1922.
At Westby, a new church was being built in the country. The
congregation had asked an experienced painter to paint it. He asked
me to help him. I worked on that church fourteen days. I had
suggested to the church council that I should be paid $1.50 per day.
But the council thought it was too much, and since I was a Christian
I should work for far less. They refused to pay what I had asked
even though the painter thought I was being reasonable. When they
refused to pay me I told them that I was only asking what others
could expect to earn, but if they would pay me what I asked, I
would give the $18.00 for the two weeks work back to the church.
They were very happy to do so under those conditions, but I also
began to learn that these pietistic Christians were not always the
most reliable. They often seemed to be Sunday morning Christians,
but not Monday morning Christians.
When I attended the Lutheran Brethren Bible School at
Wahpeton that Fall, I was fortunate enough to be elected book agent
for the school. It meant that the students had given me a vote of
confidence, and it also meant that I was able to earn half of my
board and room at the school in this way. The position was a rather
interesting one. All books for the students and for the classes had to
be ordered through me so that we could get the wholesale discount.
It also meant that the students who wanted books for themselves
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asked me to order them. The girls would ask me to come down to
the dormitory lobby to order their books. I must admit that it was
my privilege, in this way, to be about the only student who could
have any contact with the girls.
I had not planned to attend the school in 1916-17, but the faculty
asked me to come back for the year and they would give me two
classes to teach and pay me for it, and that would give me a chance
to graduate. So in 1916-1917, I taught two classes-one in English,
and one in World Geography. I had twenty-one English students. It
was, in fact, like an Eighth Grade English Class, with grammar,
composition and literature. The students were quite mature, ranging
in age from eighteen to thirty-one years of age. This class was a fivehour class and met every day from Monday through Friday. The
world geography class was also five hours a week. This was a very
rewarding class for me, and I certainly hope the same was true for
the students. It was to be an "in depth study," and so, to that end, I
bought books dealing with Physical, Political, Commercial and
Economic Geography. It opened a new world for me, and gave me
new insights into the nature of the world and its peoples. These ten
hours of teaching helped me pay for the school, year and finish the
term debt free in the spring.
While at the Bible school, I also registered at the North Dakota
State School of Science in Wahpeton, North Dakota. I took a five
hour course in German there, and a five hour course in Latin. At the
Bible school, I also took ten hours in Church and Mission History.
Thus I was able to complete the requirements for graduation in the
spring of 1917. I was the only graduate, and graduates were always
asked to give a short address that evening. Since I was the only one
they asked me to give a longer address. I spoke on the theme, "The
Task of Christian Youth Today!" The president wrote me a few days
later when he returned the manuscript that the address was good,
but that the delivery was rather tame. He was right. It had taken me
a long time to get over a state of nerves when I had to get up and
speak. I never had any trouble when I was teaching, but making a
speech was a different story. Later the whole address was printed in
Danskeren, which was published by the UDELC. On the whole the
Bible School was good for me. It was good for my Christian life,
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even though it took me some time to shake off the pietistic
emphasis. But I did learn to know my Bible and I read it and re-read
it when I was at work in the summer time. I studied the Psalms,
Exodus, Jeremiah, the Minor Prophets, the Four Gospels, the Acts of
the Apostles, Romans, and also the letter to the Ephesians.
As I look back upon my youth, I am very thankful that I learned
to be self-reliant. My interest in social-problems was very
rewarding. My association with Jens Dixen became a deciding factor
for my spiritual journey. The young people with whom I associated
were all serious young men. When we would get together on
Sunday afternoons we would often discuss the church and
Christianity. Time and time again we would get out our Bibles and
discuss some portion of the Scriptures. In one sense it was a very
good preparation for the ministry. We would then pray for some of
our young friends who were not Christians. However, we seldom
made the mistake of confronting them and demanding that they
"give their hearts to Christ!" Instead, praying for them, treating them
with respect and kindness, and trying to include them whenever we
could, seemed to be a wholesome way of winning non Christians.

Afterword
Jensen went on to earn an undergraduate degree from Augsburg College in
Minneapolis. Following a year at a biblical seminary in New York City, he
moved to Philadelphia where he enrolled at Mr. Airy Lutheran Seminary,
graduating with the class of 1922. While in New York, he had met
Ragnhild Goetsche, a nurse at Bispebjerg Hospital in Copenhagen, who had
come to the United States in an exchange program with New York's
Presbyterian Hospital. They were wed July 18, 1922, in her home church at
Humleb~k, just north of Copenhagen.
Following their wedding, the couple undertook the long journey to
Jensen's first parish, St. Peter Lutheran Church in the settlement of New
Denmark, New Brunswick, Canada. Four years later, Jensen accepted a
call to seroe as a "Chaplain" among some 2,000 Danish immigrants in and
around Montreal. Eventually he organized St. Ansgar Lutheran Church,
but much of his time, especially after the onset of the Great Depression, was
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spent as a "social worker" helping the immigrants adjust to life in a new
land.
In 1936, at the annual convention of the UDELC, delegates elected
Jensen editor of The Ansgar Lutheran. Because the weekly paper was
published at Blair, Nebraska, Jensen's residence in Montreal complicated
some of the editorial and other communications. The following year, Jensen
and his family moved to Spencer, Iowa, where for the next twenty-two years
he would serve as pastor of Bethany Lutheran Church. During Jensen's
tenure, the congregation more than tripled in membership and underwent a
major building program. Yet all the while, he continued to serve as editor,
the majority of the time with little secretarial assistance or much financial
remuneration from the synod.
After his sixty-fifth birthday, Jensen sought to reduce his workload
and in 1958 he moved to Bethany Lutheran Church in Viborg, South
Dakota. It was from here that he wrote his last editorial for the UELC,
describing his twenty-five year association with The Ansgar Lutheran as
a "labor of love." By this time, the circulation for the weekly publication
exceeded 12,0006.
Jensen officially "retired" from the Lutheran Standard in 1963 and
he and his wife moved from Minneapolis to Cedar Rapids, Iowa, to be near
their daughter, Margaret Rasmussen, and her family Although now passed
seventy, Jensen continued to serve, first as an assistant pastor at St.
Stephen Lutheran Church in Cedar Rapids, then as interim pastor at Christ
the King Lutheran Church in Iowa City, and finally as "Senior Citizen
Pastor" at First Lutheran Church in Cedar Rapids.
In 1968, Ragnhild, his wife of forty-six years, died. Her death was a
hard blow for Jensen, but he pushed on, eventually marrying Martha
Jorgensen, the widow of a fellow pastor who had been one of his childhood
friends in Denmark. The couple lived in several locations before spending
their last years at the Good Shepherd Home in Blair, Nebraska.
1

Paul Nyholm, The Americanization of the Danish Lutheran Churches in
America (Copenhagen: Institute for Danish Church History, 1963), 386; see
also "Interview with John M. Jensen," conducted by Niel Johnson and Ron
Johnson, November 5, 1974, Dana College Danish American Oral History
Project.
2 John M. Jensen, translator, By the Rivers of Babylon: Fifteen Sermons by Kaj
Munk (Blair, Nebraska: Lutheran Publishing House, 1945).
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Nyholm, 386.
Named for the celebrated Danish hymn writer Hans Adolf Brorson, 16941764. As Enok Mortensen has pointed out, Brorson was not a "folk school"
in the Grundtvigian tradition. Its primary focus was to evangelize Danish
immigrants and John M. Jensen is just one of many examples of this effort.
See Enok Mortensen, Schools for Life: A Danish-American Experiment in Adult
Education (Askov, Minnesota: American Publishing Company for the Danish
American Heritage Society, 1977), 121-122.
5 For a recent work on Dixen, see Kirsten and Knud Madsen, Han sled bib/er
som sko: bogen on Jens Dixen og han landsmamd I det jjerne [He wore out Bibles
like Shoes: A Book about Jens Dixen and his Countrymen in distant lands]
(Copenhagen: Forlaget Savanne, 1995). Jens Dixen (1858-1931) emigrated
from Denmark to the United States in 1880, settling in the Latimer-Coulter
area of north-central Iowa. He moved to North Dakota in 1901 and served as
principal at Brorson from 1905 to 1907 and again from 1910 to 1914.
Recently The Danish Immigrant Museum acquired Dixen' s "homestead
shanty" and it is now part of the Museum's collection in Elk Hom, Iowa. See
America Letter ,XVI, no. 3 (Autumn 2002), 3.
6 John M. Jensen, "The Final Issue," The Ansgar Lutheran (December 26,
1960), 3.
Endnotes by Peter L. Petersen
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